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What the Colossians are looking for can only be found in Yeshua—as the “fullness” or 
plērōma of God involves something that no other mediatorial agent can be said to have done. 

1:20 The uniqueness of Yeshua the Messiah is that “through him God was pleased to 
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the 
blood of his cross” (NRSV). Yeshua is the One who provides final redemption—and not 
only to individual people, but ultimately to all Creation. This does not at all speak of a 
universal salvation for all people with sinners not consigned to eternal punishment 
(Matthew 25:46), but rather establishes the principle that all people can be redeemed to 
communion with the Father via Yeshua’s atoning sacrifice. Within the rubric of how God 
will be “all in all” (1 Corinthians 15:28), is how even though unredeemed, things “under the 
earth” (Philippians 2:10) will bow their knees and recognize Yeshua as LORD (Isaiah 45:23). 
Via the work of Yeshua, one day, things will be set right in the universe (Romans 8:19-22). 

Coming to the end of the Colossians 1:15-20 hymn, the fascinating description it offers 
of Yeshua the Messiah, and the likely subversion of ideas that had errantly influenced the 
Colossians, Hurtado summarizes for us how “drawing upon a traditional vocabulary of 
devotion to Jesus, the author of Colossians 1:15-20 produced a fresh and memorable 
declaration of Christ’s glorious status. Those who first heard this celebration of Jesus 
probably recognized basically familiar convictions expressed freshly and eloquently.”101 
While some of the descriptions we see of Yeshua in Colossians 1:15-20 might not be those 
that people today would immediately use regarding Him, they held some key importance in 
relation to halting the influence of the false teaching in Colossae. Yeshua is far more than 
just some agent or force of God; He is the One in whom and for whom all of Creation must 
give an account. In the larger discussions surrounding the nature of Yeshua and 
Christology, it should be obvious that Colossians 1:15-20 is not the only passage that informs 
us about who the Messiah is, and as such Colossians 1:15-20 should not be read isolated. 
 

 
21 And although you were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil 
deeds, 22 yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in 
order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach—23 if 
indeed you continue in the faith firmly established and steadfast, and not moved 
away from the hope of the gospel that you have heard, which was proclaimed in 
all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, was made a minister. 
 
1:21 Having just expressed a prayer on the Colossians’ behalf (vs. 3-14), and a hymn 

that exalts Yeshua the Messiah and subverts any false teachings about Him they have 
encountered (vs. 15-20), Paul now begins to teach his audience. Paul reminds them of who 
they are to be in the Lord, and the role that He has had him play in being a designated 
servant for the gospel. He first speaks of their prior spiritual condition: “Once you were 

 
101 Ibid., 508. 
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alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior” (NIV). 
This is a condition of sinners who are darkened to God’s truth and majesty (Romans 1:18-21). 
As Paul further specifies in his paralleling letter: 

 
“Therefore remember that formerly you, the Gentiles in the flesh…remember that you 
were at that time separate from Messiah, excluded from the commonwealth of Israel, 
and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the 
world” (Ephesians 2:11-12). 
 
“So this I say, and affirm together with the Lord, that you walk no longer just as the 
Gentiles also walk, in the futility of their mind, being darkened in their understanding, 
excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of the 
hardness of their heart” (Ephesians 4:17-18). 
 
1:22 In spite of such a negative spiritual condition once having dominated the lives of 

the Colossians, they have now been restored to proper standing with the Creator God. Paul 
tells them, “he has now reconciled [you] in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present 
you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him” (RSV). Paul denies any kind of 
docetism, where Yeshua was not at all a human man. He also denies any kind of Platonism 
where physical matter was inherently evil. The means by which reconciliation with the 
Father has been accomplished is by the physical body of Messiah Yeshua, specifically tō 
sōmati tēs sarkos or “the body of flesh.” This is a likely Hebraism, reflected in the DSS, which 
employs b’geviyat b’saro, where the Teacher of Righteousness is inflicted “acts of retaliation 
against his mortal body” (1QpHab 9.3).102 

This is important to recognize as “body” (Grk. sōma) will be an important theme 
employed throughout ch. 2 (2:11, 17, 19, 23). Paul has previously discussed redemption being 
accomplished through Yeshua’s physical body, asserting in Romans 7:4 how “you also were 
made to die to the Law through the body of Messiah,” dia tou sōmatos tou Christou, a 
reference to the penalties of the Torah being permanently atoned for.103 He further 
elaborates, “For what the Law could not do, weak as it was through the flesh, God did: 
sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and as an offering for sin, He condemned 
sin in the flesh” (Romans 8:3). It was by the actual shedding of the Lord Yeshua’s blood that 
redemption could only come (Hebrews 9:22), and while we may think it strange that today 
there were people who actually denied that He was a physical person, according to 1 John 
4:2, “By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Yeshua the Messiah 

 
102 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 120. 
Cf. Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 78 fn #182; Moo, 142, fn #243. 
103 C.E.B. Cranfield concurs, “Their being made dead to the law’s condemnation through the body of Christ 

is a matter of God’s merciful decision: they died in His death in that the death which He died was for them” 
(International Critical Commentary: Romans 1-8 [London: T&T Clark, 1975], 336). 
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has come in the flesh [en sarki elēluthota] is from God.” Yeshua must truly be a human in 
flesh in order to redeem humans (1 Timothy 2:5; Hebrews 2:17). 

The severity of what it took to reconcile sinful people to the Father is that His Son had 
to be crucified and had to die for them. The result of this is that the redeemed can be 
presented before God as blameless and holy. Without doubt, Paul uses themes from the 
Torah’s sacrificial system, and the high quality of various offerings. Animals that were to be 
sacrificed before God had to be without defect (Exodus 29:37-38; Numbers 6:14; 19:2). And as 
Paul had instructed the Romans, he wanted them to serve others as a living sacrifice 
(Romans 12:1-2). 

1:23 In order to be presented before the Father holy and blameless, though, Paul gives 
the Colossians a condition that must be met: “provided that you continue securely 
established and steadfast in the faith” (NRSV). Paul admonishes the Colossians epimenete tē 
pistei, “continue the faith” (my translation). While staying sure within the sphere of faith is 
intended, does it mean that the Colossians were to remain in a certain place or locality, or 
that they were to continue walking on the good and steady path (v. 10)? Keep in mind that 
the Colossians were likely influenced by the false teachers precisely because they proposed to 
offer them some answers to their life questions. Paul sees this to be a problem, because the 
solution to the Colossians’ life questions will be found by “not shifting from the hope of the 
gospel which you heard, which has been preached to every creature under heaven, and of 
which I, Paul, became a minister” (RSV). As the Colossians mature in this hope provided by 
the good news, then they will learn to be holy and blameless before God. 

Paul’s words here do ask us a question about what he means by the gospel being 
proclaimed “in all creation.” Is this another hyperbole, like in v. 6, used to indicate how 
broad the gospel message had gone out—or how far it was intended to go out? If so, this 
would be no different than how “every nation under heaven” (Acts 2:9) was present at 
Shavuot/Pentecost when the Holy Spirit was poured out. The intention was that the 
outpouring that took place would affect every nation. Most significant to all this, not to be 
overlooked, is how Paul’s statement should eliminate any thought that the good news was 
an exclusive message to any particular people or nationality.104 While the Apostle Paul 
considers God’s people to be the Commonwealth of Israel (Ephesians 2:11-12), it is 
nevertheless a people composed of more than just his own Jewish brethren in which all can 
be a part (Ephesians 3:6). 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
104 Moo, 160. 
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24 Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I do my share on 
behalf of His body, which is the [assembly], in filling up what is lacking in 
Messiah's afflictions. 
 
1:24 The fact that Paul endured sufferings in his ministry service to the Lord is 

undeniable from the testimony he gives in his letters (2 Corinthians 11:23-27). In Philippians 
3:10, he actually expresses the view, “that I may know Him and the power of His 
resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death.” Yet to the 
Colossians he writes, “I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I 
am completing what is lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the 
[assembly]” (RSV). Many people, when reading this, are a bit confused. Would it not be true 
that Yeshua’s afflictions—His crucifixion and death—are already completed events? How 
could this at all be lacking? Bruce indicates, “This remarkable statement can be best 
understood if we bear in mind the oscillation in Hebrew thought between individual and 
corporate personality.”105 

It is not Yeshua the individual that is in view here, but rather Yeshua the Head of the 
Body (v. 18). Paul’s sufferings for the Colossians are considered to be a part of the Messiah’s 
sufferings for His Body. Consider that on the road to Damascus, the Lord asked him, “why 
are you persecuting Me?” (Acts 9:4). Similarly in His judgment of the nations, Yeshua 
taught, “Truly I say to you, to the extent that you did not do it to one of the least of these, you 
did not do it to Me” (Matthew 25:45). Negative actions committed against the Lord’s people 
are as though they are committed against Him, as “In all their affliction He was afflicted” 
(Isaiah 63:9). The Messiah, even though having personally resurrected from the dead and 
having been exalted in Heaven, is still suffering. This is because His people, like Paul, suffer 
for His sake—things that affect the ekklēsia as a whole. Vaughan explains how “‘What is still 
lacking’ is not an intimation of deficiency in Christ’s own sufferings but a reference to what 
is yet lacking in Christ’s suffering in Paul.”106 Moo further comments, 

“Because Paul’s apostolic ministry is an ‘extension’ of Christ’s work in the world, Paul 
identifies his own sufferings very closely with Christ’s. These sufferings have no 
redemptive benefit for the church, but they are the inevitable accompaniment of Paul’s 
‘commission’ to proclaim the end-time revelation of God’s mystery.”107 

Some commentators, though, see an eschatological connection to this suffering, where 
great trial would immediately precede the arrival of the Messiah.108 They base this view 
partly on sentiments seen in the Pseudepigrapha (1 Enoch 47:1-4; 2 Baruch 30:2), as well as in 
some later Rabbinic teaching which speaks of chevlo shel Mashiach or “the afflictions of the 
Messiah” (b.Shabbat 118a; b.Pesachim 118a). O’Brien mentions how “they immediately 

 
105 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 82. 
106 Vaughan, in EXP, 11:190. 
107 Moo, pp 152-153. 
108 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, pp 78-79; Wright, pp 87-88; Witherington, 145. 
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precede the arrival of the anointed ruler of God. They are the travail out of which the 
messianic age is born.”109 From this vantage point, then, the trial that Paul endures is not 
just suffering on behalf of the Messiah, but it is actually a significant part of what will 
culminate in His return. And by extension, when Believers today suffer, it is a necessary 
part of what will ultimately manifest in His parousia (cf. 1 Thessalonians 4:18). 
 

 
25 Of this [assembly] I was made a minister according to the stewardship from God 
bestowed on me for your benefit, so that I might fully carry out the preaching of 
the word of God, 26 that is, the mystery which has been hidden from the past ages 
and generations, but has now been manifested to His saints, 27 to whom God 
willed to make known what is the riches of the glory of this mystery among the 
Gentiles, which is Messiah in you, the hope of glory. 
 
1:25 The NASU provides “Of this church” in its rendering, although the Greek only has 

the genitive case (indicating possession) hēs, not including an accompanying noun or 
pronoun. The RSV and ESV simply have “Of which…,” indicating the calling that God has 
placed upon the Apostle Paul. A better italicized rendering might be “Of this body,” a 
reference to what is first stated in v. 18. Still, the principal aim is that Paul asserts what he 
is: “I became a minister according to the stewardship from God that was given to me for you, 
to make the word of God fully known” (ESV). Paul specifically sees himself as an oikonomia, 
which specifically regards “responsibility of management…of a household, direction, 
office,” quite possibly akin to an “estate manager” (BDAG).110 

Paul is an administrator of the ekklēsia, and with such responsibility Paul must be an 
able steward of what God has entrusted him with in proclaiming His Word. His mission may 
be summarized by Isaiah 55:11, “So will My word be which goes forth from My mouth; it will 
not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire, and without succeeding in the 
matter for which I sent it.” Paul has testified previously in Romans 15:19, “in the power of 
signs and wonders, in the power of the Spirit; so that from Jerusalem and round about as far 
as Illyricum I have fully preached the gospel of Messiah.” 

1:26-27 What has Paul been commissioned to specifically proclaim? He tells the 
Colossians that it is “the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is 
now disclosed to the saints” (NIV). Using the term “mystery” was not an accident for Paul, 
as it was a word commonly used in ancient pagan religions and cults. He alters the meaning 
of it significantly for his Colossian audience, moving it away from any secretive rites, and 
instead gearing it toward God’s plans for the ages. This would be similar to how “the 
mystery was revealed to Daniel in a night vision. Then Daniel blessed the God of heaven” 
(Daniel 2:19), as the Aramaic raz corresponded to the Greek mustērion via the LXX. In the 

 
109 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 79. 
110 BDAG, 697. 
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Qumran materials, secrets are revealed to God’s chosen teachers. A prayer in the DSS 
demonstrates, “I have loved Thee freely and with all my heart; [contemplating the mysteries 
of] Thy wisdom [I have sought thee]” (1QH 4.27-29).111 Paul has previously mentioned in 1 
Corinthians 2:7, “but we speak God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God 
predestined before the ages to our glory.” 

That God would issue a great salvation, which would include the nations at large and 
not just Israel, was something that was foreseen in the Tanach: 

“For I say that Messiah has become a servant to the circumcision on behalf of the truth 
of God to confirm the promises given to the fathers, and for the Gentiles to glorify God for 
His mercy; as it is written, ‘THEREFORE I WILL GIVE PRAISE TO YOU AMONG THE GENTILES, AND I 
WILL SING TO YOUR NAME.’ Again he says, ‘REJOICE, O GENTILES, WITH HIS PEOPLE.’ And again, 
‘PRAISE THE LORD ALL YOU GENTILES, AND LET ALL THE PEOPLES PRAISE HIM.’ Again Isaiah says, 
‘THERE SHALL COME THE ROOT OF JESSE, AND HE WHO ARISES TO RULE OVER THE GENTILES, IN HIM 
SHALL THE GENTILES HOPE’” (Romans 15:8-12; cf. Psalm 18:49; Deuteronomy 32:43; Psalm 117:1; 
Isaiah 11:10). 

To argue that the mystery would be a great worldwide salvation, from which Israel 
would be the originator, was not something hidden in the Hebrew Scriptures. The mystery 
is something “which has been hidden from the past ages and generations,” only becoming 
known in Paul’s day. So what was hidden, if salvation to the nations was already known in 
the Old Testament? Bruce properly indicates that it was “the manner in which that purpose 
would come to fruition—by the incorporation of Gentile and Jewish believers alike in the 
common life of the body of Christ.”112 The full equality of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers 
within the Body of Messiah was something withheld from view (3:11; cf. Galatians 3:28), 
even though it certainly is in alignment with the message of the Tanach Scriptures. 

The mystery is something “God willed to make known what is the riches of the glory” 
of, “among the Gentiles.” The mystery was not something that was intended to exclusively 
remain among Paul’s own Jewish people, but it was to be shared with the nations as well. 
This mystery “is Messiah in you, the hope of glory.” Messiah present in our lives is to 
surely change how we view one another and relate to one another—in an environment 
saturated by His love! 

Are we to view Christos en humin, hē elpis tēs doxēs as solely being something 
individualistic, or the Messiah present among His people corporately? Previously, Paul has 
asserted that Yeshua is the Head of His Body (v. 18), a corporate entity. Later, Paul will 
specify some things that the Colossians need to put aside, so that they can live their lives for 
Him (3:1-17), putting off the old self (3:9). It is best for us to understand that individuals first 
with the Messiah present inside their hearts, can only then compose the Body of Messiah. 
Unredeemed individuals without the Messiah’s presence cannot make up His corporate 

 
111 Geza Vermes, trans., The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (London: Penguin Books, 1997), 249. 
112 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 85; cf. O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 86. 
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Body. It is imperative for individuals to have the presence of the Lord within redeemed and 
transformed hearts. If this is accomplished, then as Paul has previously summarized, a great 
hope of expectation awaits the saints: 

“For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared 
with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the anxious longing of the creation waits 
eagerly for the revealing of the sons of God. For the creation was subjected to futility, not 
willingly, but because of Him who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself also will be 
set free from its slavery to corruption into the freedom of the glory of the children of God” 
(Romans 8:18-21). 

The great mystery that Paul speaks about—“do you not recognize this about 
yourselves, that Yeshua the Messiah is in you..?” (2 Corinthians 13:5)—is not the existence 
of a separate group of elect called “the Church.”113 The great mystery is that the presence of 
God, provided by the work of His Son, would indwell human beings. Not only would it 
redeem hearts, but it would also transform God’s corporate people to take upon themselves 
the grand mission of His salvation being spread to all. The Tanach certainly had anticipated 
outsiders to be involved within Israel, but it by no means anticipated them being involved to 
the same degree that God Himself dwelled among Israel (Numbers 35:34). 

The mystery withheld is not the existence of “the Church,”—but quite contrary to 
this—that “the Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the body, and fellow 
partakers of the promise in Messiah Yeshua through the gospel” (Ephesians 3:6). For Paul, 
this is “my gospel and the preaching of Yeshua the Messiah, according to the revelation of 
the mystery which has been kept secret for long ages past” (Romans 16:25), meaning that it 
is the good news how he proclaims it and prioritizes it. The salvation of the nations is to 
involve the final redemption of Israel (Romans 11:25-26), something we still await the 
completion of in our day. 

Reflecting on this as the emerging Messianic movement, how do we consider the 
mystery of “the Messiah in you, the hope of glory”? Do we strive to form communities where 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers are not only filled with the Spirit of God—redeemed 
individuals—but where we corporately embody the Lord’s presence? Are we a people that 
emphasizes equality for all, and the grand fulfillment of the mystery Paul spoke of? Are our 
teachings on the Torah and Tanach focused on accomplishing God’s mandate to His people, 
or on things that take us away from His mandate like the false teachers of Colossae? If I were 
to ask your congregation or fellowship what some important mysteries of God were, what 
would the people answer? 
 
 

 

 
113 Against: Geisler, in BKCNT, 675. 
In his words, “The church was unknown in the Old Testament because it had been kept hidden.” 
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28 We proclaim Him, admonishing every man and teaching every man with all 
wisdom, so that we may present every man complete in Messiah. 29 For this 
purpose also I labor, striving according to His power, which mightily works 
within me. 
 
1:28 Paul speaks of the sacred call it is to “proclaim him, admonishing and teaching 

everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ” (NIV). The 
NASU and NIV use “admonishing and teaching,” whereas the RSV/NRSV, ESV, and HCSB 
use “warning…and teaching.” Which is to be taken as the better rendering? The verb 
noutheteō fully means “to counsel about avoidance or cessation of an improper course of 
conduct, admonish, warn, instruct” (BDAG).114 From a lexical standpoint, either 
“admonishing” or “warning” is valid. Yet Paul is directly combating some kind of serious, 
proto-Gnostic, errors here, and so “warning” should be the preferred translation. But 
perhaps unlike the false teachers in Colossae, he says that he is “warning everyone and 
teaching everyone in all wisdom” (NRSV), en pasē sophia. The Apostle Paul knows that his 
words have to be targeted and specific, carefully referring and/or alluding to the things 
errantly influencing them to get the Colossians back on the proper course of faith—who are 
again a group of Believers he has never met in person. So while Paul will have some serious 
rebukes for them, it will be accompanied with practical teaching and encouragement. 

The purpose of Paul’s warning and teaching is “that we may present everyone as 
having reached the goal, united with the Messiah” (CJB). Every person who he instructs 
should be mature and complete, bonded in a close relationship to the Lord Yeshua. This 
completeness will not be some higher realm of ethereal knowledge, likely what the false 
teachers in Colossae were advocating, but instead will be substantiated in ch. 3 to be acts of 
proper conduct becoming of those transformed by God. 

The term teleios is used to describe this maturity. In a classical sense it could have 
meant “having reached its end, finished, complete” (LS),115 yet in a more theological sense it 
“pert. to meeting the highest standard” (BDAG).116 Paul uses it in Romans 12:2, 
instructing, “do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and 
perfect [teleios].” It is used in Matthew 5:48, where Yeshua teaches, “Therefore you are to be 
perfect [teleios], as your heavenly Father is perfect [teleios].” 

O’Brien describes how “The word was…employed to designate the ‘perfect’ man in 
Greek philosophy…but whether it was also a technical term for initiates in the Hellenistic 
mystery religions is disputed.”117 While one could certainly speculate that Paul might be 
subverting yet another term used by the false teachers in Colossae, what is more significant 

 
114 BDAG, 679. 
115 LS, 797. 
116 BDAG, 995. 
117 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 89. 
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by far is how teleios was often used in the Septuagint to render the Hebrew tamim. Tamim, 
while often associated with the quality of animal sacrifices in Leviticus and Numbers, also 
had ethical and moral applications. We see how “Noah was a righteous man, blameless 
[tamim] in his time; Noah walked with God” (Genesis 6:9). Deuteronomy 18:13 admonishes, 
“You shall be blameless [tamim] before the LORD your God.” The Apostle Paul warns and 
teaches so that people can learn to be diligent followers of God (Ephesians 5:1), who can obey 
Him and fulfill His tasks for the world. 

1:29 So significant for Paul was the work God had given him, that he tells the 
Colossians, “For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within 
me” (ESV). Rendered as “striving” in the NASU and RSV, the verb agōnizomai can relate, “to 
contend for a prize, esp. in the public games,” although “generally, to struggle, to exert oneself” 
(LS).118 It is not a far stretch at all to recognize that Paul agonizes over the work he performs, 
“toiling strenuously” (REB). Even though a great deal of effort, toil, and even pain may be 
present in the work of the gospel, for the Apostle Paul this all came according to God’s power 
present within him. As is so often quoted, Paul said “I can do all things through Him who 
strengthens me” (Philippians 4:13). Furthermore, he remarks how “Everyone who competes 
[agōnizomai] in the games exercises self-control in all things. They then do it to receive a 
perishable wreath, but we an imperishable” (1 Corinthians 9:25). 

The Apostle Paul recognized how the work he performed would have significant, long-
lasting and eternal effects. For those of us in ministry today, we should be encouraged by his 
words, recognizing that even though we may agonize sometimes—and we may even have 
doubts and some lonely seasons (cf. Psalm 23:4)—what we do for the Body of Messiah is not 
at all in vain. But like Paul, and unlike the false teachers in Colossae—we must properly 
declare God’s mystery. As one who has been in the Messianic movement since 1995, and 
now in full time Messianic ministry for over six years (since 2003), I know that this is not 
an easy task. Given enough faith and perseverance, I believe we can see the realization of 
what James the Just says: “let endurance have its perfect [teleios] result, so that you may be 
perfect [teleios] and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:4). 
 
 

 
118 LS, 11. 
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